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Open Access (Article begins on next page) Anyone can freely access the full text of works made available as "Open Access". Works made available under a Creative Commons license can be used according to the terms and conditions of said license. Use of all other works requires consent of the right holder (author or publisher) if not exempted from copyright protection by the applicable law. Michelguglielmo Torri are what gives history its meaning and make history a worthwhile enterprise. In turn, grand narratives need appropriate categories. Most particularly, the general history of a people, which is a 'grand narrative' par excellence, needs a proper periodization. But, in striving to delineate a proper periodization, we must be aware of two problems. The first is that the categories that we employ must be powerful enough to organize in a meaningful way, if not all, at least as many significant phenomena as possible. The second problem is that any category we make use of-and, therefore, any periodization-carries with itself its own hidden-or not so hidden-agenda.
If we keep these caveats in mind, it becomes immediately clear that the periodization model now hegemonic in Indian history, squarely based on colonialist categories, is both heuristically unsatisfactory and characterized by a (not so) hidden agenda that is politically dangerous. An effort must be made at building a new model, which might be both sounder from the scientific viewpoint and less dangerous from the political standpoint. It is my contention that this is a result that can be reached by relating Indian history to world history, and viewing the history of India as part of the history of the world. Accordingly, in the remainder of this article, I will start by dwelling both on the colonialist roots of the periodization nowadays prevailing, and on the reasons why such a periodization should be discarded. From there I will move on to discuss the relationship between world history and Indian history. In so doing, I will sketch out a new model of periodization, with the explicit aim to make it scientifically more inclusive and politically less dangerous than the old model.
James Mill's Periodization
The most commonly accepted and less controversial periodization of Indian history is still based on the one proposed by James Mill in his History of British India.
1 As everybody knows, such periodization sees Indian history as articulated in a Hindu, a Muslim and a British period. Since Mill's time, the only change has been a cosmetic one: the Hindu Period has become the Ancient Period, the Muslim Period has become the Medieval Period, and the British Period has become the Modern Period, whereas for the period after Independence the label 'Contemporary Period' is sometimes made use of.
The acceptance of this periodization has been made easy by the fact that, in order to study each of the periods singled out by Mill, different languages are needed (respectively Sanskrit and Pali, Persian and Urdu, English and the modern vernacular languages). However, as already stated above, the traditional periodization proposed by Mill, is both heuristically unsatisfactory and politically dangerous.
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Heuristically, Mill's classification, while it refers only to the religious composition of the ruling class, is unsatisfactory even from such a limited standpoint. In fact, if we consider the great merchant-financiers and the hereditary landed aristocracy (rais, raos, ranas, chaudhuris, and khuts, lately collectively designed with the term zamindars) as part of the ruling class, it is clear that no 'Muslim' state in India was ever ruled by a class that was completely Muslim. But even if we refer to the composition of the upper crust of the ruling class and define it as made up by the noblesse d'épée, namely the great nobles that controlled the military might of the sultanates and, later, the Mughal empire and its successor states, Mill's religion-based classification does not apply. Already during the Delhi Sultanate, the religious composition of the military nobility started to change, particularly from Ala-ud-din Khalji's reign onwards, with the inclusion of recently converted Muslims and some non-Muslims among the closer advisers of the Sultan and the governors of the provinces. Later, during the Mughal Empire, starting with Akbar's reign, the military nobility became composite from a religious standpoint, a sizeable and influential part of it being made up by Hindus, and remained so even under the reign of such an orthodox Islamic ruler as Aurangzeb. The same was true of the successor states. Once all this is said, even if the ruling class of the Indian 'Muslim' states were completely made up by Muslims, the net built by Mill would be unable to catch most of the relevant economic, political and social facts, a result which, anyway, would made it largely irrelevant. However, at the end of the day, what should induce us to discard Mill's periodization is less its irrelevance from a heuristic viewpoint than the fact that it is politically dangerous. In fact, it stresses the divisive elements present in the Indian historical tradition, by equating 'Hindu' with 'Indian' and 'Muslim' with 'invader/foreigner'. It is no wonder that this colonial categorization of Indian history has been going through a new lease of life following the rise of Hindu fundamentalism-both in its 'hard' version and its 'soft' one-since the late 1980s. But, the results of Hindu fundamentalism at work-which include civil strife and wanton killings-are there for everybody to see. Any intellectual worth his/her salt should strive to get rid of any categories that are consonant with these results. Hence, the importance of showing the irrelevance of Mill's periodization and providing a more satisfactory, secular rather than religion-based, periodization.
In order to do it, we have to cast our heuristic net much wider than what has been done by Mill and his epigones. As anticipated, I will try to reach this result by falling back on world history. More specifically I will base my discussion on the methodological teaching of the Chicago world historians, particularly-even 6 In other words, I will propose a periodization based on the assumption that Indian history is part of the world history.
Accordingly, the remainder of this article will be divided into two parts:
(a) the sketching out of a periodization relevant to the history of the world; (b) a discussion of the relevance of the above world periodization for Indian history.
In doing this I will make use of the traditional categories utilized by the historians of the West, namely 'Ancient Era', 'Medieval Era', 'Early Modern Era' and 'Modern Era'. However, this must not be considered a falling back on Eurocentric categories: the assumption is that, if European history is part of World History, changes and continuities in Europe are bound to be part of changes and continuities worldwide.
The Periodization of World History
The Ancient Era
The ancient era can be seen as included between the ninth millennium BC and the late fifth or early sixth century CE. It begins with the agricultural revolution, which made possible the development of the first civilizations created by settled populations. Between the late sixth millennium BC and the middle of the first millennium BC all the major civilizations-Western, Middle Eastern, Indian, Chinese-took shape. Following McNeill, I will call the sum of the civilizations created by settled populations 'Ecumene'.
Since the rise of the first civilizations and up to the eighteenth century CE, a main dynamic of world history was represented by the interaction between the Ecumene and the nomadic or semi-nomadic peoples that lived either outside or in the interstices of the world inhabited by settled peoples.
During the Ancient Period, world civilizations were characterized by the fact that, although based on agrarian economies, the locus of power was represented by the cities. The cities were the loci where the agriculturally produced economic surplus was concentrated and put to use in order to support the political, intellectual, administrative and military élites and their dependents. In other words, the cities were not only the centres of political and military power, but also the residence of literate classes, which means that the cities were the centres of elaboration of high culture. Moreover cities were important economic centres, as it was in the cities that part of the agriculturally produced surplus was transformed into manufactured goods. These were partly consumed by the urban population, particularly the élites, and partly channelled into long-distance trade. Of course, this was made possible by the existence of intermediate social strata of merchants, financiers and artisans, and presupposed a flourishing monetary economy.
In sum, during the Ancient Era, in the Ecumene-namely in the geographical spaces inhabited by settled populations-cities dominated the countryside economically and politically and were the mainstays of the existing kingdoms and empires.
Up to the end of the first millennium BC, there were limited but unmistakable contacts among the civilizations that stretched from the Mediterranean to the Indian subcontinent. These civilizations made up the Western side of the Ecumene. The contacts between the Western side of the Ecumene and the Chinese civilization, which represented the Eastern side of the Ecumene, were limited, although not absent, as shown by the diffusion of Buddhism from India to China. This changed in the period encompassing the first century BC and the first century CE, when economic and cultural connections were established between the two sides, particularly with the opening of the 'Silk route', connecting the Mediterranean world and China. 7 All this means that, by the beginning of the Christian era, a set of economically and, to a lesser extent, culturally interlocked world civilizations came into being. These interlocked world civilizations stretched from the Mediterranean world to China, and included Iran, Central Asia and India. In the remainder of this article, following less the definition given by Immanuel Wallerstein 8 than those proposed by Janet Abu-Lughod and Andre Gunder Frank, 9 this set of interlocked world civilizations will be identified with the term 'World System'.
The World System created in the period beginning with the first century reached its apex during the first two centuries of the Christian era. Then, beginning with the third century, a process of decline began in different parts of the 7 McNeill, The Rise of the West, ch. VII. 8 Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World-System, 3 vols. (New York: Academic Press, 1974 , 1980 , 1989 10 Moreover, in a world where long-distance trade played an important economic role, it makes sense to assume that the economic collapse of certain parts of the Ecumene must have had a negative impact on the remainder of it.
The Medieval Era
The downward trend that set in during the third century CE manifested itself through the interlinked and intertwined processes of de-urbanization, decline and collapse of long-distance trade, and shrinking and quasi-disappearance of the monetary economy.
11 By the late fifth and the early sixth centuries, this process became so pronounced that it is safe to claim that those decades marked the end of the Ancient Era. A new era did start, which was bound to last up to a period encompassing the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries (the exact moment is different in the various parts of the Ecumene). This period which, following the prevalent Western periodization, may be called the Medieval Era, was characterized by the localization in the countryside of both political power and economic activities. As long-distance trade dramatically shrunk and, in some parts of the Ecumene, almost disappeared, the surviving civilizations lost most of those economic and cultural connections that had previously united them. Of course, it is true that, in some parts of the world, big cities and long-distance trade did not disappear completely. However, these cases were indeed exceptions, which cannot change the general picture in any significant way.
After a first phase, the Medieval Era saw the emergence of a countertendency to the prevailing process of localization of both the political power and the economy. This counter-tendency started to manifest itself in the seventh century, with the rise of an Islamic world system centred in the Middle East but stretching to North Africa and Spain in the West, and Central Asia and the Indus Valley in the East. Among the characteristics of this Islamic world system were: the growth of new cities, the concentration of political and economic power in these cities, the flourishing of long-distance trade and the rise of a new monetary economy. fulfilment during the thirteenth century. At that time the coming into being of a new world system, stretching from Europe to China, became apparent.
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Among the characteristics of this new world system were the rise of new cities, the revival of some of the old cities, the development of long-distance trade, a new rise and the spreading of the monetary economy and, last but not the least, the attempt on the part of many of the ruling monarchies to concentrate in their hands an increasing share of political power. This last development was made possible by a growing economy, where monetary circulation became widespread. It was the growth of wealth and its concentration under the form of coined precious metals, namely money, that made possible the attempt at centralization by the monarchies.
All the above amounted to a process that saw the shifting of the locus of the political and economic power from the countryside back to the cities, most particularly those that became the capitals either of centralizing kingdoms or new small but wealthy states where-as in Italy and in the Low Countries-the political power was in the hands of a rising merchant class. However, beginning with the 1320s, this process was brought to a sudden halt by a pandemic plague and a series of agrarian crises that hit some of the historically most productive agricultural areas of the Ecumene.
14 As a consequence, this period-the central part of the Middle Age-reached its end. The final part of the Middle Age set during the second half of the fourteenth century and was characterized by the loss of political and economic power of the cities and the shift back to the countryside of much of it. In other words, the closing of the Middle Age saw the reassertion of many of the social and economic features that had characterized its beginning.
The Early Modern Age
In the early fifteenth century, the consequences of the plague and the agrarian crises were on wane. Once again economic and demographic growth reasserted themselves. 15 The clearest symptom of the turning of the tide is represented by the launching of two ambitious programmes of geographical reconnaissance at Michelguglielmo Torri the two extremes of the Ecumene, in Portugal and China. 16 The Chinese effort was abandoned soon enough, but the Portuguese endeavour continued for the whole century and beyond. It was causal in spawning first the Spanish discovery of the Americas and, as a consequence, the Dutch, English and French enterprises both in the Atlantic and the Indian Ocean. The result of all this was both the opening of the new high-sea routes and, eventually, the European conquest and colonization of the American continent. For a variety of reasons-economic, political, cultural-this last development was a very significant one, both for Europe and the world at large. Accordingly, Columbus's arrival in the New Continent in 1492 can be maintained as a highly symbolic dividing point between the Middle Age and the Early Modern Age.
As summed by John Richards, 17 the characteristics of the Early Modern Age are as follows:
1. the continuous growth of the world population (in spite of the demographic catastrophe in the Americas, directly or indirectly caused by the European conquest); 2. the recreation in the fifteenth century of a world system that, in the sixteenth, grew to include the Americas; 3. the development of new military technologies, based on the utilization of increasingly efficient firearms; and, as a consequence of the spreading of efficient firearms, 4. the rolling back of external and internal frontiers, and, last but certainly not the least, 5. a new-and this time unstoppable-process of centralization of the state power.
According to many, the period starting with the European discoveries is characterized by the worldwide rise of European hegemony. In my opinion, however, Andre Gunder Frank and Robert Marks, among others, have challenged this assumption in a very effective way, showing that China and India had economies that were more advanced than the contemporary European economies.
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In fact, till the eve of the first Opium war, the standard of living of the average 16 Moreover, few doubts are possible about the fact that the Chinese polity, in the eighteenth century, was more efficient than anything existing in Europe, whichsignificantly enough-was clearly understood by most of the main representatives of the European Enlightenment. Summing up, once all the above is taken into account, it is difficult to accept the idea that the sixteenth century was the starting point of a worldwide European hegemony. As it shall be argued in the following section, European hegemony on the rest of the world and, most particularly, on Asia came to be established only in the period encompassing the closing decades of the eighteenth century (the retreat of the Ottoman Empire in the face of the Russian onslaught, sanctioned by the treaty of Küçük Kaynarca in 1774) and the fifth decade of the nineteenth century (the first Opium War, 1839-42).
The Late Modern Age
What we can define as the Late Modern Age-and is usually categorized as the modern age tout court-is habitually seen as starting with both or either of the following developments:
1. the fulfilment of the Industrial Revolution in England, in the second half of the eighteenth century; 2. the French Revolution (late eighteenth century) and his Napoleonic sequel (early nineteenth century).
Whereas I am fully aware of the pivotal importance of both developments, I think that they must be put in a wider perspective. This wider perspective is given by the fact that the European states did begin to impose their hegemony on Asia before either developments, and independently from them. In fact, some of the European states that were starting to extend their political and economic hegemony on parts of Asia-or the European parts of a non-European power as the Ottoman Empire-not only did that before either the fulfilment of the Industrial 19 In this perspective it is illuminating to read the excerpts of a diary kept by G. Revolution or the playing out of the French revolution, but also were never on the forefront of the developments started by either revolutions. This is certainly the case with both Russia-which conquered a huge part of Asia and overawed both the Ottoman and Iranian empires-as well as Austria, which occupied a considerable swath of the European part of the Ottoman Empire.
Taking all the above into account, my contention is that the Late Modern Age started with the imposition of the political and military hegemony of the West on the remainder of the World. Accordingly, we could legitimately define it as the age of Western hegemony. In turn, the rise of Western hegemony is a process that began in the period encompassing the late eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries, with the rolling back of the Ottoman Empire in Europe, the temporary French conquest of Egypt, and the imposition of British hegemony in the Indian subcontinent (with the third Mysorean war, 1799 and the second Maratha war, 1803-06).
It is worth stressing that the rise of Western hegemony was not the by-product of any superiority acquired by the Europeans, thanks to the results of either the Industrial or the French revolutions, but the consequence of the new way of war, which, in turn, was not the result of superior weaponry but of superior organization. As shown by O'Connel, this was based on a methodical and brutal form of training, which transformed individual soldiers into human automata, who would fight according to a pre-established sequence of movements in all circumstances and on any terrain. 20 Originally conceived in the late sixteenth century by Maurice of Nassau, Prince of Orange and Stadtholder of Holland, during the eighteenth century this new system was adopted by all the main European armies, becoming even more lethal with the introduction of the bayonet, and the subsequent removal of the need to integrate detachments of pike-men and halberdiers into infantry formations with the function of protecting the fusiliers from assaults made from close quarters. In this way European infantry troops acquired such a flexibility of manoeuvre and such an ability to maintain a constant volume of fire that they became practically invincible in head-on clashes with armies such as the Asian ones, which lacked the same type of organization. It was at that point that the rolling back of the Turkish Empire in Europe and the European conquest of India began in earnest. 20 Each of these motions was strictly regimented (from the length of paces to the number of them to be taken per minute) and executed in unison by all the men making up a given unit. The individual sequences of movements, which became a kind of conditioned reflex after hundreds of hours of training, were designed to meet any eventuality that might be encountered on the battlefield: from the way in which a musket was to be reloaded and fired-through 'a complicated set of movements' that involved 'a series of forty-two successive motions'-to the way in which the soldiers rotated the ranks to ensure that fire was continuous or regrouped in order to face infantry or cavalry charges. During the nineteenth century, Western hegemony, primarily grounded in the previous century in this superior military organization (an organization which, anyway, was not impossible to replicate) 21 was to be made seemingly unbreakable by the advantages that the Industrial and French revolutions gave to the Westerners.
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The technological armies through which the West completed the conquest of Asia and carried out that of Africa were made possible by the existence of a complex industrial system. As one Asian state after the other was bound to realize, technological armies could not be created by simply buying weaponry in Europe and not even by building a few ordnance factories. At the end of the day, a complete restructuring of the sociopolitical system was necessary in order to create an industrial state. Only this authentic revolution made possible to create new technologically armed forces, which could cope on a plan of parity with those of the West.
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Summing up, superior military organization was what made possible the initial rise of European hegemony worldwide. In turn, this hegemony came to its fulfilment and became apparently unbreakable thanks to the dramatic and apparently unstoppable rise of power that the West experienced as a result of both the economic progresses related to the Industrial Revolution and the growth of political and organizational power induced by the French Revolution. In fact, Western hegemony has continued to characterize world history from around the year 1800 up to now, and, therefore, justifies the label 'Age of Western Dominance' as more appropriate than 'Late Modern Age' or 'Modern Age'.
Western hegemony brought about, for the first time in history, the creation of a world system that was distinctly different from all the previous world systems. In fact the new world system that came into being at the turning of the eighteenth century was characterized by two novelties:
1. it coincided with the world; 2. it was hierarchically organized around a dominant centre.
Bearing all this in mind, we can subdivide the Late Modern Age or the age of Western dominance in phases that are characterized by the fact that the locus 21 As, to a large extent was done by the Marathas in India. In the end the English won, but this was less the result of English superior organization than the betrayal by the Accordingly we can divide the period in three phases:
1. the one from the second half of the eighteenth century up to the Second World War included, characterized by world hegemony exercised by a few European powers, to which, in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, first the USA and later Japan went on to add themselves; 2. the one from the end of the Second World War up to the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, characterized by the world hegemony exercised by the USA and the USSR; 3. the one characterized by the world hegemony exercised by the USA, namely a situation still prevailing at the moment when these lines are written, but which, increasingly, seems to be destined to draw to its end in a not too distant future.
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The Relevance of the Periodization of World History for Indian History
If Indian history is part of the world history, then the same trends that were and are apparent worldwide-which have been sketched above-should be present and relevant in the Indian subcontinent, more or less at the same time of their 24 On 26 September 2005, the governor of the Bank of Korea (BOK), Park Seung, on the basis of a three-month research carried out by BOK experts, stated that China and India were bound to become the locomotives of world growth in the twenty-first century. In fact, Park pointed out, China's share of the world's gross domestic product was to increase from 4.6 per cent in 2005 to 19.6 per cent by 2040, that is to say one-fifth of the global total. On the other hand, according to Park, India's GDP was to grow from 1.9 per cent to 9.8 per cent, while the US share was to shrink from 30.8 per cent to 18.2 per cent and that of Japan from 12.5 per cent to 5. .it/~fsr/GEV2011.pdf). Whereas these sweeping economic previsions must be treated with caution, there is no doubt that, if they are at least nearing to reality, they are tantamount to the statement that the era of Western dominance is nearing its end.
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appearance in Europe or in other parts of the Ecumene. This is what I shall try to prove in the following sections.
The Ancient Era
In the period from the agricultural revolution up to the turning of the fifth century CE the socio-economic features that characterize the history of the subcontinent are much the same as those sketched in the previous part of this article. In fact, from the rise of the Indus Valley Civilization around 2600 BC, Indian history can be seen as characterized by the growth of an ever-expanding urban civilization. Thanks to archaeology, we do know now that urban civilization in India did not disappear with the collapse of the Indus Civilization around 1500 BC. Other urban civilizations were contemporaneous to or followed the Indus Civiliza tion, so that the latter collapse-although important-can be considered as a temporary setback in the development of the urban world in India. By Maurya time (circa 317-185 BC), Indian cities-although technically less advanced than the Indus Civilization cities-were bigger and present on a much wider part of the Indian subcontinent.
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Archaeology has also shown that during the period of the Indus Valley Civilization the subcontinent was already tied to the Middle East by trade. 26 During the Maurya time the interconnections between India and the outside world did intensify, while in India there was the building of a complex network of new roads. 27 The development of the urban world and the construction of an ever-expanding road system did continue after the disappearance of the Maurya Empire. During the first century BC the Silk Road in Central Asia was opened and the Indian subcontinent became related to it. During the first century CE, high sea voyages both between the Red Sea and the West Coast of India and between the East Coast of India and the Malacca straits became common. 28 
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It was only beginning with the third century CE that-as shown once again by archaeology-this trend did reverse itself in India and the urban world started to decline. The early sixth century witnessed not only the collapse of the Gupta Empire, but also the disappearance of most cities in the Indo-Gangetic Valley.
The Medieval Era
With the sixth century the downward trend that had already become apparent during the Gupta 'Golden Age' reached its lowest point. At the time the localization in the countryside of both the economy and the political power became the dominant feature of the age. By that time, most of the cities had disappeared in much of the subcontinent and those still surviving were either religious centres or military headquarters. As in the case of the abbeys in Europe, temples become the main centre of political and economic power. Monetary circulation almost disappeared and, symptomatically, most of the surviving coins, unearthed by archaeology, are high-value gold coins. Clearly, they were minted less for economic than for political reasons, namely to be given by the monarchs to the magnates of the age. Most trade was localized trade and barter had a main role in making it possible.
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This general picture is exactly like the one characterizing other parts of the Ecumene, including Europe. However, it shows some notable exceptions in the South, where the Pallavas of Kanchipuram (end of the sixth-beginning of the eighth centuries) and the Cholas of Tanjore (tenth-twelfth centuries) ruled on kingdoms where cities and long-distance trade, particularly maritime trade, were important. In spite of cities and long-distance maritime trade, the dominant socio-economic structures in most of the geographical areas politically controlled by both Pallavas and Cholas appear to have been characterized by feudal or quasi-feudal features.
30 But even if we consider the Pallava and Chola kingdoms as characterized by socio-economic features at variance with those characterizing the Middle Age, the fact remains that the Pallavas and the Cholas cannot be considered anything different from two exceptions to the general rule. Again this is not a peculiarity of India, as shown by a comparison within Europe. In the Cholas' time, namely the sixth-eighth centuries, the surviving Byzantine cities in Europe and the Near East-particularly, but not only Constantinople-, the permanence of a still flourishing monetary economy and the still existing currents of longdistance trade that characterized the Eastern Roman empire cannot be construed as changing the general situation in Europe. This went on being characterized by the collapse of the urban sector, by the radical contraction of the monetary economy and by the virtual disappearance of long-distance trade. Analogously, in the same period in which the Pallavas flourished in India, the rise of the Italian cities in the northern part of the peninsula, which became the hubs of long-distance trade in Europe and the Mediterranean, did not change the overall reality of a feudal socio-economic system then prevailing in Europe as well as in large swathes of Italy itself. In India as in the remainder of the Ecumene, in due time a counter-tendency to the situation of localization in the countryside of both the political power and the economy asserted itself. Indeed, the new phase became apparent with the rise and consolidation of the Delhi sultanate in the thirteenth century. The mainstays of the sultanate were a number of new cities, which were the residence of the new Islamic ruling class, their servants and the service categories that catered to their needs. 31 A massive trade with the Middle East became an important feature of the economy of the Sultanate. In a region like the Indian subcontinent, where for climatic reasons it was not easy to breed vigorous horses, this trade was started and carried out in order to get the warhorses necessary to cope with the Mongol invasions. 32 An economy characterized by the expansion and importance of the urban sector and the existence of significant currents of long-distance trade made possible the shifting back of political power from the countryside to the main cities. From Balban (1246-1287) to Ala-ud-din Khalji (1296 -1316 to Michelguglielmo Torri Muhammad bin Tughlak (1325-1351), the story of the Delhi Sultanate can be seen as a continuous attempt at political centralization.
Indeed, this effort at political centralization, which reached its apex under Ala-ud-din Khalji, started to experience increasing difficulties during the reign of Muhammad bin Tughlak. No doubt the peculiar character of the Sultan, a ruler who was both gifted and deeply flawed, played a role not only in head-starting the decline of the Sultanate as a political entity, but in the unravelling of the socioeconomic system that had come into being in India during the central phase of the Middle Age. Muhammad bin Tughlak's personal quirks and follies, however, were not the only forces at play and, certainly, not even the most important ones. This is shown by the fact that the turning point in this Sultan's reign was his failed attempt to suppress the rebellion in Ma'bar, which was a direct result of the plague that hit both Muhammad bin Tughlak's army and the Sultan himself.
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This was part of the pandemic that had started in China in the 1320s and that, for the whole century, moving westward, devastated the whole of Asia, Europe and North Africa. 34 Moreover, although further research is necessary to give a clear-cut answer to the problem, it is reasonable to assume that the troubles in the Gangetic doab, which were worsened by Muhammad bin Tughlak's wrong policies and massive use of violence, were related to the setting-in of a long-term agrarian crisis that, because of ecological reasons, in the Gangetic Doab as elsewhere in the Ecumene, was hitting the traditional and most developed centres of high agrarian production.
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As a result of the failure of Muhammad bin Tughlak's policies, after his death a reaction set in and expressed itself in the decision by his successor, Firuz Shah (1351-1388) to give up the centralizing policy pursued by his predecessors. Accordingly, in what remained the most extensive Indian state of the age, the same socio-economic characteristics that had prevailed at the beginning of the Middle Age started to reassert themselves. Moreover, it can be argued that the change of policy implemented by Firuz Shah played a crucial role in weakening the Sultanate both politically and militarily. After Firuz's death, it resulted in the Sultanate's inability to cope with Timur's invasion, which brought about the sack of Delhi and the virtual destruction of the city (1398) McNeill, Plagues and Peoples, Before European Hegemony, Marks, The Origins of the Modern World, [36] [37] [38] . The spread of the plague in India goes unnoticed in these works (see, e.g., the map in . But the plague was there, as shown not only by the events involving the failed reconquest of Ma'bar by Muhammad bin Tughlak in 1333 (see note 34) but by the assertion of the historian Badauni who, referring to the situation in Delhi in the aftermath of Timur's sacking (1399), writes that 'such a famine and pestilence fell upon Delhi that the city was utterly ruined, and those of the inhabitants who were left died'. Quoted in R.C. Majumdar, H.C. Raychaudhuri and Kalikinkar Datta, An Advanced History of India (London: MacMillan, 1967) , 329 (emphasis added). 35 Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, vol. 2, 1974, 387-91. at JAWAHARLAL NEHRU UNIVERSITY on May 12, 2014 sih.sagepub.com Downloaded from de facto collapse of the Sultanate. Whatever power was still in the hands of the Delhi Sultans on the eve of Timur's invasion disappeared, leaving a situation in which the political and economic power had largely gone back to the localities. This situation did not change as the century progressed. Indeed, while during the fifteenth century the reborn Delhi Sultanate gradually rebrought under its overlordship most of the Indo-Gangetic Valley, it was unable to exert any kind of close-knit central control on the great nobles who continued to act as little kings in their own fiefdoms, which, in turn, included most of the geographical area encompassed by the Sultanate. Accordingly, the new Delhi Sultanate, although extensive, remained a decentralized feudal structure. Moreover, Ibrahim Lodi (r. 1517-26) , the last Delhi Sultan, was forced to give up the extraction of the land revenue in cash and go back to the payments in kind.
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For a long time, historians have depicted what was the other main Indian state in the fourteenth-fifteenth centuries, namely the Vijayanagara Empire, as a centralized military monarchy. In the late 1980s, however, Burton Steingenerally considered the foremost authority on the subject-conclusively showed that even Vijayanagara was a largely decentralized political structure, whose maharadirajas were nothing more than feudal kings presiding over a set of powerful feudal lords.
37
The Early Modern Era During Akbar's reign (1556-1605) the land tax came to be paid in silver once again. Likewise, long-distance trade became very important once again, as shown among other things by the fact that silver itself was transported to India through trade.
38 A number of great cities became the mainstay of the Empire. Akbar centralized the power of the state, even if this centralization was not carried to its final consequences.
39 It was only under Akbar's third successor, Aurangzeb (1658 Aurangzeb ( -1707 , that territorial over-extension-which began with the invasion of the Deccan in 1681-plus the fact that the process of centralization of state power had been left unfinished by Akbar and his successors were among the main causes 1989) . Michelguglielmo Torri that, in the following century, triggered the process that was to end up in the break up of the Mughal Empire. By the 1720s the Empire had become a kind of loose federation of de facto independent provinces, over which the imperial paramountcy was purely nominal. 40 Moreover, large swathes of the subcontinent had passed under the sway of the Marathas. Like the contemporary Mughal Empire, the Maratha dominions were not a unified imperial structure, but a loose confederation of de facto independent monarchies.
Up to a few decades ago, this and the fact that the various Indian states were continuously at war with one another resulted in the historians characterizing the eighteenth century as an age of 'decadence and depravity' or, to put it in less emotional terms, a dark period of political and military anarchy (providentially interrupted by the rise of the colonial power), plus economic collapse. 41 However, recent scholarship has conclusively shown that the two main features of the century were: (a) that many of the Indian states emerging in the eighteenth century did have a degree of centralization well superior to the one that had characterized the Mughal Empire; (b) that, in spite of the fact that some parts of India, including the symbolically and politically important area of Delhi, were devastated by war, on the whole the economy of India showed itself to be extremely resilient. Even areas, for example in the Deccan, which had been devastated by war showed the capability to bounce back. Still on the eve of colonial conquest, most of India was characterized by a flourishing economy. Monetary circulation was increasing, rather than decreasing, and long-distance trade remained important. In the eighteenth century, India consolidated its position as the most important exporter worldwide of finished and semi-finished cotton and cotton-mixed-with-silk textiles. In turn this presupposed a complex economic and financial organization.
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The Late Modern Era
The beginning of the late Modern Era coincides with the establishing of the colonial hegemony, namely with the destruction first of Tipu Sultan (Anglo-Mysorean war of 1799) and, soon afterwards, of Maratha power (Anglo-Maratha war of 1803-1805). 43 We now know that colonial hegemony, far from being a blessing for India-as claimed by colonial historians-put an end to the political and economic developments of the eighteenth century and brought about a series of adverse economic developments: monetary circulation declined; economic depression set in; long-distance trade changed in nature and was politically manipulated in such a way to cause a net export of wealth from India to Great Britain. Summing up, differently from what was the case in the West, in India-as in China-the beginning of the Late Modern Era was characterized by a process of de-development. 44 In turn, this process of de-development was the natural result of the kind of world system that had emerged at the turn from the early to the late modern era. This new system, as already recalled, was characterized by the fact that, for the first time in history, a well-defined geographical and geopolitical area was militarily and, therefore, politically and economically dominant on the remainder of the globe. This situation contributes to explain why, while the West grew, the Rest declined. Of course, as in history nothing is permanent, in India counter-tendencies had already started setting in at the end of the nineteenth century and became increasingly visible and relevant beginning with the First World War. But, in India (as in China), the turning point came only after the collapse of European power in Asia, following the Second World War, and the rise of the bipolar world. That was the time when India was finally able to get out of the situation of economic stagnation that had characterized the first half of the twentieth century, embarking on a period of growth that, beginning with the early 1980s, became increasingly fast. 45 In turn, it is this growth that-together with that of China-is prefiguring the coming into being of a new international order, where, as in the precolonial era, the most advanced countries in the world will be in Asia and, maybe more importantly, no single area of the globe will be in 43 British territorial expansion of India began with the conquest of Bengal in 1757. By 1765, not only Bengal, but large swathes of Northern India, including Awadh, had been brought under the direct or indirect control of the English East India Company. But this was far from meaning that the British were the hegemonic power in India, as shown by the long and inconclusive wars of 1773-1784. Only the military annihilation and physical elimination of Tipu Sultan of Mysore (1799) and the crushing defeat of the major Maratha prince of the age, Daulat Rao Scindia, in the battle of Assaye (1803), won by the future Duke of Wellington, paved the way for the British hegemony south of the Himalaya. This was ratified in 1806 by the British peace treaty with Jaswant Rao Holkar, the only Indian prince who, thanks to his prowess as a guerrilla leader, had been able to survive the British onslaught. 44 The term and concept are borrowed from Sara Roy, 'The Gaza Strip. 46 At that point, what we call the Modern Era will come to its end and historians and intellectuals will have to create a new terminology. Although that moment is not so far away, it is far away enough to allow us to close at this point our discussion on periodization in both world history and Indian history.
Conclusion
The above-proposed periodization has, of course, its strength and its weakness. What, in my opinion, makes it much more satisfactory than the traditional periodization is the fact that it takes into account both the economic structure and the general political evolution, rather than focussing narrowly on the religious composition of the upper crust of the ruling class. In doing so, the proposed analytical model focuses both on the fundamental unity of Indian history and on the basic unity tying the Indian to the world experience. On the other hand, this model de-emphasizes the divisive elements of the Indian experience, represented by the separate religious strands historically present within the Indian society.
Clearly, the not-so-hidden agenda behind this model is one that, on the one hand, emphasizes the basic unity of humankind and the equal worth and dignity of the several peoples in which it is structured, and, on the other hand, de-emphasizes the importance of religion as a divisive factor.
Once this is said, the obvious objection that can be made to this model is that it has been built without any serious effort at integrating cultural and religious factors in it. Here the relevant questions become: Is there a cultural unity characterizing the various eras as they have been defined in the above model? And, if a cultural unity does not exist, is the proposed periodization acceptable? Shouldn't we strive to build a new periodization based not only on socio-economic and political factors but cultural and religious factors as well?
All these are very important questions, which deserve proper answers. Personally, I am convinced that the above-proposed periodization can be refined and shown to be relevant at the religious and cultural levels as well. But, no doubt, additional research on this topic is needed, which will have to be carried out by scholars both in possession of the relevant analytical tools for an in-depth examination of the cultural history of India and with a wide enough vision to be able to compare and relate the cultural to the socio-economic and political history both of India and the world at large. And this is a task that the author of these lines willingly leaves to others.
